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The Digital Bridge
A Boomer’s View of Course Management Software
in the Gen Y Classroom
Michael W. Shreeve, DC, Palmer College of Chiropractic Florida

Today’s Generation Y student population entered adulthood in a world immersed with digital technology. This
commentary discusses the migration of educators, primarily from the Baby Boomer generation, in the use of
digital technology as part of an educational process designed to engage current student cohorts. (J Chiropr
Educ 2009;23(2):174–177)
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INTRODUCTION

Course management systems today sprang from
the pie-in-the-sky thoughts of entrepreneurs who
promised the moon with concepts such as “if you
build it, they will come,” faculty will embrace
it, cost savings will be realized, trees will be
spared––and the list goes on. Universities continue
to explore and research methods of expanding the
traditional, lecture-based classroom by incorporating
online learning and course management software
(CMS) systems as part of the instructional method-
ology to achieve a variety of institutional objectives.
These objectives include increasing student recruit-
ment and satisfaction, achieving cost savings, and
meeting the distinctive learning needs posed by the
current generation of students commonly referred
to as Gen Y, or the Net generation.1 Members of
the Net generation (1980–1994) have become digital
natives as they have grown in a world immersed with
digital technology incorporating personal computers,
the Internet, instant messaging, file downloading,
and gaming. University faculty and senior admin-
istrators, predominately from the Baby Boomer
generation (1946–1964), are being challenged with
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using information technology to meet the preferred
learning, communication, and educational delivery
methods of these digital natives. Members of the
Boomer community typically have entered adult-
hood without the use of digital technology for
communicating, information gathering, researching,
or learning and are digital immigrants in the use of
information technology.

At a chiropractic college campus established as
a digital campus enabled with wireless technology
and using a CMS system, 68% of the student
population is represented by characteristics of the
Gen Y population and over 50% of the academic
faculty is represented by the Boomer generation.
This Boomer generation of faculty often enters the
academic community after a period of time as a clin-
ical provider in private practice and is tasked with
learning not only about the instructional process and
educational pedagogy, but is also challenged with
learning and incorporating technology in the class-
room.

The purpose of this article is to discuss the use of a
CMS system to augment traditional didactic instruc-
tion in the chiropractic classroom. It is presented
in the context of meeting the learning needs of the
Gen Y student population and exploring the bene-
fits, challenges, and potential of digital technology in
the quest to improve educational pedagogy. Reflec-
tion on the use of CMS technology in the chiro-
practic classroom leads me to two questions. What
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does a Gen Y student expect of advanced digital
technology in the educational experience? Is CMS
a good vehicle for authentic case investigation to
produce a better quality critical thinker?

DISCUSSION

Implementing a CMS system in education can
function very much like taking a patient history. If
one component is missing, it is not possible to have a
clear understanding of the problem. If a clear under-
standing of the problem cannot be ascertained, then
potential benefits cannot be realized. Hardware and
software alone do not make a CMS. It requires team-
work, training for faculty and students, time, and
the willingness to adapt to a change in educational
pedagogy.2,3 The learning preferences and commu-
nication styles and characteristics of the Net genera-
tion must be considered when designing courses and
integrating CMS technology. A well-planned inte-
gration of a CMS system into the educational process
has the potential to benefit both the educational insti-
tution and its students.

Gen Y Expectations

What does a Gen Y student expect of advanced
digital technology in his or her educational experi-
ence? Members of Gen Y, as described by Cluett and
Skene in Teaching and Learning Forum, are those
individuals who grew up with the Internet and rely
on instant messaging and downloading. They require
choices in everything they do, including educa-
tion. They are accustomed to responses to questions
around the clock, every day of the week. They have a
belief system that technology can, and probably will,
solve most problems. Members of the Net genera-
tion seem to prefer almost any method other than
simply being “taught.”4

Students, even those of the Gen Y era, require
concrete forms of motivation to use and accept
new instructional pedagogies brought about by
technology.3 Students are highly motivated to partic-
ipate in CMS course components that are directly
correlated to a course grade. My experience in using
a CMS system as part of the instructional method for
six distinct courses over several quarters indicated
that student use of Web-based formative learning
games was highest in courses when there was a point
incentive associated with the final course grade for
using these learning tools. Students in these classes

also verbally expressed that the formative learning
games were helpful in their comprehension of course
material. In contrast, for courses that included Web-
based formative learning games without an incentive
toward a final course grade, student use of the tech-
nological learning tool was minimal.

Another form of student motivation to use CMS
course tools is confirmation of their mastery of
learned concepts. The immediate feedback that can
be provided from online assessments or quizzes
gives students a regular check of their progress.
These evaluations must also provide corrective feed-
back to maximize their benefit.5 In order for students
to have successful learning experiences they need
to understand what they know and what they have
yet to learn. When students can immediately see
that they are performing well on learning outcomes,
then we may assume that the combination of the
instructional process and the student engagement has
produced this positive outcome. When students have
a positive feedback, the tendency is for them to reach
out for another positive event and continue to use
Web-based instructional tools.

Common demotivators for students to use a CMS
system include failure of faculty members to post
all course material, particularly those that indi-
cate changes in schedule, instructor practices that
discourage faculty–student contact, and inadequate
institutional support for student system access or
technological problems.6 Diminished faculty utiliza-
tion of a CMS system may result in diminished
student utilization and perception of its usefulness
in their educational process.

Implementation of CMS technology poses chal-
lenges for the institution in the areas of faculty
training, technology infrastructure, and sufficient
technical support to meet the 24-hour, 7-day-a-week
Gen Y expectations of technology. Lack of faculty
training and Web page design expertise can result in
minor difficulties, such as incorrect links to course
materials, and lead to student confusion and frustra-
tion with the technology.7 Frequent slow response
times, lack of connectivity, and various other tech-
nical difficulties are barriers to utilization by both
students and faculty members.6,7 It is difficult to
gain acceptance and utilization once confidence in
the system has been compromised.

Perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness
appears to greatly affect the use of CMS.8 “For
most teachers and students, the main obstacles
to information technology implementation are lack
of motivation and lack of professional incentives.

The Journal of Chiropractic Education, Vol. 23, No. 2, 2009 175



To overcome these barriers, institutional support is
needed for both students and teachers.”9 These two
barriers, combined with less than adequate institu-
tional support for students or faculty, can result in
an underutilized system.

The use of a CMS system along with class-
room instruction can benefit both the faculty
and students. It provides structure and organiza-
tion that can enhance learning outcomes.10,11 By
integrating CMS through the use of a welcome
message and a calendar of course events (eg, assess-
ments, guest speakers, etc.), open communication
can exist between the instructor and the students.
CMS systems enable instructors to easily evaluate
course design and effectiveness through various
tracking reports.11 Tracking reports provide infor-
mation about areas of the course most frequently
accessed by students and provide information about
how students perform on practice exercises. Instruc-
tors can then modify course tools or implement
new instructional strategies to meet student learning
needs. Another significant benefit is less note-taking
for the student, which can allow greater interaction in
the classroom.6 More material can be covered using
less face-to-face time with no apparent loss of course
performance by the students.12 The full potential of
CMS systems in education will not be realized until
faculty can agree to use this tool to improve educa-
tional quality.13 Faculty training and the initiative to
learn and embrace new technology and changes to
pedagogy resulting from technology are an important
component, along with technical infrastructure and
support, in successful integration of a CMS system.

CMS and Critical Thinking

Is CMS a good vehicle for authentic case inves-
tigation to produce a better quality critical thinker?
Students learn differently today than previous gener-
ations. The ability of Net generation members to
intuitively use technological tools and easily multi-
task does not always equate with academic success.
Through the multitudes of available technologies,
students are faced with a vast amount of informa-
tion in their learning process. Developing critical
thinking skills is essential for students to evaluate
and assimilate this information in their education.4

Enhancing student knowledge in a scientific-
based community must incorporate practice-based,
authentic case studies.14 Authentic case studies are
those that relate to actual patient cases, particularly
as the students perceive them being relevant to their

education. Rather than recite a list of learned facts,
education offers an understanding of the facts and the
ability to clinically reason through problems. Using
a CMS system effectively can help engage students
to collaborate and integrate the lecture with small
group authentic case investigation driving students
to develop and exercise critical thinking skills.15

Threading authentic cases into a course provides
value and facilitates the development of the critical
thinking skills that our Gen Y graduates need.4,16

By reaching the student population of digital natives
through familiar technology and tools, we may
be able to open these doors and develop critical
thinkers.14,16,17

Members of Gen Y value technology, but not at
the expense of the education that they can achieve
through face-to-face interaction from the passion,
skill, and expertise of experienced educators.4

Recent research indicates that student attendance
is diminished when faculty members post all
course material without providing added educational
value through classroom discussion.18 We need to
incorporate both lecture and small group study to
provide more learners with greater opportunity. As
Jamison states, “. . . by using a combination of
different teaching/learning formats it is possible
to provide active learning opportunities in which
exposure to factual information takes place in a
variety of clinically relevant scenarios.”19

Often research on the use of information
technology in education focuses on comparing
completely Web-based instruction, or computer-
assisted instruction (CAI), with traditional face-to-
face didactic instruction. Some of this research, as
discussed by Rose, has had mixed results.7 Some
of these studies report positive results in the areas
of student confidence, satisfaction, and performance,
while others show no statistically significant
difference in student performance outcomes. There
is limited current research that measures results
achieved using a hybrid educational model of
traditional instruction enhanced with Web-based
course components. One of the few research studies
on a hybrid model conducted by Alshare and
Miller20 was designed to measure their hypothesis:
“There is a significant difference in students’
performance between Web-based and a combined
format, partially Web-based and partially traditional
(face-to-face).” The outcomes of this small study
appear to support the concept that CMS can improve
learning and therefore grade performance.
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CONCLUSION

Our job as educators is to understand how Gen Y
students learn best and adapt to these changes. We
need to fit the tools to what students want today in
an educational opportunity.17 With a large part of
university faculty being comprised of digital immi-
grants from the Boomer generation, it can be a chal-
lenge to understand how digital natives of the Net
generation learn and successfully use today’s tech-
nological tools as part of our educational pedagogy.
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